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The paper explores children’s perspectives of distance education, their learning experiences and school satisfac-
tion in Luxembourg, Germany and Switzerland during the first wave of the COVID-19 pandemic. The data stem
from an online questionnaire completed by 1773 primary and secondary school children aged 6-16. While the
paper uses quantitative and qualitative data, it aligns with the qualitative research tradition and predominantly
uses an inductive approach. The findings show that teachers offered varied types of distance education and that
parents supported children. The children’s contact time with teachers and their time spent on schoolwork var-

ied within and between countries. Their school satisfaction dropped in the three countries. The paper calls for
training and development on distant education.

1. Introduction

Since Spring 2019, governments across the globe have been tak-
ing measures to contain the spread of severe acute respiratory syn-
drome coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2) that causes the COVID-19 disease.
National and regional lockdowns and school closures are some of the
actions taken to increase social distancing and reduce the transmission
of the virus. In April 2020, UNESCO (2020a) reported that about 1.5
billion (84.8 %) children and young people did not attend schools in
172 countries. UNESCO warned policy-makers to carefully weigh the
impact of school closures against economic, societal and educational
consequences. Closing schools does not only lead to interrupted learn-
ing but possibly also to social isolation, compromised nutrition, and the
unavailability or curtailment of childcare services affecting children’s
psychological and emotional well-being (Engel de Abreu et al., 2021;
Viner et al., 2020).

At the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic it was assumed that
school closures may help flatten the peak of the pandemic. While the
effectiveness of this measure is still unclear, there is evidence of school
closures affecting children’s health and well-being (Viner et al., 2021).
A recent review of 72 studies on the impact of school closures (for mul-
tiple reasons including the COVID-19 pandemic), identified effects on
children’s well-being as well as emotional (e.g. stress, anxiety), behav-
ioral and restlessness issues. Some adolescents are at risk of depressive
symptoms (Viner et al., 2021). Loneliness resulting from school closures
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and quarantine measures can lead to depression and longer-term men-
tal health issues (Loades et al., 2020). School closures have also been
associated with risky behaviors in adulthood including drug use, ju-
venile delinquency and even alcoholism and unemployment (Bonal &
Gonzalez, 2020). The severity of these consequences depends, among
other matters, on the children’s socio-economic status, age, previous
academic achievements and family characteristics.

Further evidence of the effects of the coronavirus pandemic on chil-
dren’s well-being and learning comes from some qualitative studies.
The World Vision study carried out with children in 13 countries, re-
ported that 71% of children felt isolated and lonely (Cuevas-Parra &
Stephano, 2020). According to the children, school disruption, emo-
tional distress, and increased poverty had dramatically changed their
lives and had a negative impact on their learning. Interviews with par-
ents in Pakistan (Bhamani et al., 2020) and Italy (Mangiavacchi et al.,
2020) indicate that they were concerned about their children’s social
and emotional development. While parents surveyed in Wales reported
an increase in children’s emotional, behavioral and attentional difficul-
ties, the teachers described some children as isolated and withdrawn
(Marchant et al., 2020). Similarly, a cross cultural study that explored
subjective well-being during the COVID-19 pandemic in 10 to 16-year-
olds in Luxembourg, Germany and Brazil, showed a decrease in levels
of subjective well-being during the first wave of the pandemic (Engel
de Abreu et al., 2021). Notably, the study identified several common
factors that predicted children’s subjective well-being across the three
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countries, including the difficulty, volume and content of their school-
work during distant education.

The present paper follows on from Engel de Abreu et al. (2021) and
uses, in part, the same dataset. However, the focus lies on the home-
schooling experiences of 6 to 16-year-olds from Luxembourg, Germany
and Switzerland. The aim of this paper is to explore children’s perspec-
tives of distance education, their learning experiences and school satis-
faction during the pandemic in spring 2020. To this end, 22 questions
from an online questionnaire (Kirsch et al., 2020a) completed by 1773
primary and secondary school children were analyzed using descriptive
statistics and content analysis. The findings show that children appear
to have had similar experiences across these high-income countries that
are geographically close and share cultural similarities. The paper con-
cludes with some hypotheses and offers implications for teachers and
policy-makers.

2. Literature review

To guarantee the children’s right to education during the COVID-19
pandemic in 2020, teachers offered distance education when schools
closed. Effective distance education requires the availability of elec-
tronic devices and a good internet connection. UNESCO (2020b) warned
about the risk of deepening existing learning inequalities as a result of
not all learners having access to these tools or being digitally competent.
Furthermore, distant education can only be effective if teachers have
the necessary digital skills and ability to set appropriate tasks, scaffold
learning and provide feedback (Bonal & Gonzalez, 2020). In addition,
children need parental support. This section begins with a review of
the challenges of distant education. It then examines teaching practices
during the COVID-19 pandemic in a range of countries as well as the
support given by parents. It closes with children’s learning experiences,
learning time and achievements.

2.1. Distance education

Mobile technologies have the potential to motivate learners, in-
crease their engagement, widen opportunities for meaningful interac-
tions, and connect formal and informal learning environments (Karsenti
& Fievez, 2013; Kukulska-Hulme, 2013; Martin-Beltran et al., 2017).
However, studies have also indicated that teachers are unsure of how to
use these tools effectively to promote dialogue (Mercer et al., 2019) and
support learning (Karsenti & Fievez, 2013; Kirsch & Bes, 2017). Teach-
ers appear to use new technologies based on teacher-led pedagogies. For
example, Zimmer et al. (2021) hold that some teachers would ask stu-
dents to use digital tools in conventional tasks such as creating a poster.
Similarly, Biesta (2019) found that many popular technology-based ap-
proaches such as MOOCs or instructional videos are based on traditional
teaching methods where one person talks to learners who are listen-
ing and watching. For learning to take place in online environments,
it is important that students engage, interact and have a good relation-
ship with the teacher (Bergdahl et al., 2020; Kaur & Singh Bhatt, 2020).
These studies, which were carried out before the pandemic, highlight the
difficulties of using mobile technologies successfully. Across the globe
many teachers admitted lacking the technological and pedagogical skills
needed to provide efficient distance education during the COVID-19
pandemic (Ahmady et al., 2020; Bergdahl & Nouri, 2020; Huber et al.,
2020; Hyseni et al., 2020; Naji, 2020; Shin Wan, 2020).

2.2. Distance education during school closures

It appears that in many countries, teachers offered a combi-
nation of synchronous and asynchronous education during lock-
downs. In Germany, Switzerland, Austria, Sweden, Italy and Luxem-
bourg, teachers made use of emails, online platforms and live-lessons
(Huber et al., 2020; Bergdahl & Nouri, 2020; Mangiavacchi et al., 2020;
MENJE, 2020). In Germany, the Czech Republic, England and Sweden,
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teachers were reported assigning tasks, at times differentiated to pro-
vide for individual needs, and sending these by postal mail or email
or posted these on online platforms. More rarely, they gave feedback
or organized online assessment (Bayrakdar & Guveli, 2020; Bergdahl
& Nouri, 2020; Brom et al., 2020; Green, 2020; Konig et al., 2020;
PAQ, 2020; Penington, 2020). Some of the parents surveyed in the Czech
Republic found that teachers rarely explained tasks or communicated
with students in chats or over the phone (PAQ, 2020). Like teachers in
Iran (Ahmady et al., 2020), Kosovo (Hyseni et al., 2020), China (Kaur
& Singh Bhatt, 2020) or Malaysia (Shin Wan, 2020), they made use of
various TV programs or asked students to watch online videos to get
input (Green, 2020). Synchronous teaching in the form of live-lessons
was rare. In England, 59 % of secondary students had some form of on-
line learning through video conferences or chats (Andrew et al., 2020;
Penington, 2020). By contrast, a different study in England shows that
71 % of children in state schools received no or less than one daily on-
line lesson (Green, 2020). In Germany, 20 % of early career teachers
provided online lessons at least once a week but 70 % did not pro-
vide any (Konig et al., 2020). In a different study, 10 % of the chil-
dren in Germany, Switzerland and Austria, reported having never had
online teaching (Huber et al., 2020). Interviews with children in Lux-
embourg revealed a range of practices: some had online lessons ev-
ery day, others one lesson a week (Kirsch et al., 2020b). Online dis-
tance education was more limited and heterogeneous in primary schools
(Mangiavacchi et al., 2020; Penington, 2020). A minority of children
were not offered any type of distance education. This was the case for
9 % of children in England (Bayrakdar & Guveli, 2020). While distance
education increases children’s educational opportunities and learning
time, it has been unequal. The provision for children of less affluent
families and with an ethnic minority background has been more limited
than that of their peers (Andrew et al., 2020; Bayrakdar & Guveli, 2020;
Green, 2020; Kirsch et al., 2020b).

2.3. The home learning environment

It has been shown that distance education was a challenge for many
parents who were overwhelmed by the support their children needed
(Huber et al., 2020; Hyseni et al., 2020; MENJE, 2020). It became a
burden for families who were less affluent, did not speak the languages
of the educational system, and had children with educational needs
(Colao et al., 2020).

A requirement to take part in online distance education during
the COVID-19 pandemic was the availability of computers, tablets
or phones, and internet. The lack of these electronic resources was
one of the reasons why some children could not be reached during
school closures (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2020; Huber et al.,
2020; Petretto et al., 2020) and why the attainment gap between stu-
dents from different socioeconomic backgrounds has widened (Bonal
& Gonzalez, 2020). In the UK, 37% of children in primary and 61%
in secondary schools owned a computer or a tablet and 59% versus
36% shared one with family members (Penington, 2020). Children in
the high-income countries Germany, Switzerland, Austria and Luxem-
bourg seem to have more access to resources: only about 10 % do not
have the necessary equipment (Huber et al., 2020; MENJE, 2020).

Apart from providing material resources, parents assisted children
while learning. Children from more affluent and educated families
are likely to have more educational resources and more opportuni-
ties for private tuition, and be better supported by more knowledge-
able parents compared to children from more disadvantaged back-
grounds (Bonal & Gonzélez, 2020). For example, some parents in the
UK used online tutorials, online tutoring or had subscribed to apps
and websites (Green, 2020). By contrast, families from less affluent
backgrounds may lack the content knowledge, teaching skills and re-
sources to assist their children as was the case with some lower-
educated families in the Netherlands (Bol, 2020). Some studies pro-
vide insights into the time parents spent on assisting children. On av-
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Table 1

Children’s learning time in hours as indicated in other studies.
Author Country Age group  Averageinhours <l1h 2-4h >4h
Bonal and Gonzalez (2020) Spain 10-18 N.A. 28% N.A. 8%
Penington (2020) UK 5-12 1-2 11% 46% 15%

13-18 2-3 9% 43% 27%

MEN]JE (2020) Luxembourg 6-18 3.6 N.A. N.A. N.A.
Brom et al. (2020) Czech Republic 6-15 N.A. N.A. 72% N.A.
Huber et al. (2020) Germany, Switzerland, Austria  6-20 3.5 11% 29% 53%

Note. N.A.: Data not available.

erage, parents mentioned 1.2 h daily in the Czech Republic, 2.4 h in
the UK and 2.3 h in Luxembourg (Brom et al., 2020; Green, 2020;
MENJE, 2020). The support depended on the parents’ availability, con-
tent knowledge and language background (Bol, 2020; Brom et al., 2020;
Marchant et al., 2020; MENJE, 2020) as well as the children’s age
and needs. The younger the children, the more assistance they needed
(Penington, 2020; Petretto et al., 2020).

2.4. Learning during the pandemic

The students’ learning experiences seem to vary considerably across
and within countries. Teachers surveyed in Sweden described students
generally as engaged, motivated and patient although some showed dis-
tress from isolation or displayed difficulties with motivation and disci-
pline. Many had good digital literacy skills although others needed tech-
nical support. Some students worked better from home because they
could concentrate better, others needed support to understand the writ-
ten instructions (Bergdahl & Nouri, 2020). Similarly, many children in
Wales would have liked more support and additional online provision.
While some commented that it was difficult to teach themselves, others
reported working well from home as they had more time and felt less
under pressure. They enjoyed self-directed learning and had developed
new skills (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2020). The variety of
experiences was as pronounced in Germany, Switzerland and Austria
where Huber et al. (2020) identified two groups of participants. Chil-
dren in the first one got up early, were able to structure their day, were
supported at home and spoke positively about the opportunities for in-
dependent learning, autonomy and creativity. Children in the second
group found it more difficult to get out of bed, were more passive and
had less support. They perceived distance education as a burden and
asked for more support and greater availability of the teachers. A dif-
ferent study in Germany found that many children were overwhelmed
with the home-schooling and did not know how to organize their stud-
ies. Their school satisfaction rates dropped (Andresen et al., 2020).

Many studies investigated the number of hours children spent learn-
ing (which often means time spent on schoolwork), because this time
tends to correlate with academic achievement (Andrew et al., 2020;
Bonal & Gonzalez, 2020). Household income (Andrew et al., 2020;
Bayrakdar & Guveli, 2020; Bonal & Gonzalez, 2020), language back-
ground and education level of the parents (Bayrakdar & Guveli, 2020;
Bonal & Gonzélez, 2020), ethnicity (Bayrakdar & Guveli, 2020) and
the children’s education pathway (Bayrakdar & Guveli, 2020; Bonal &
Gonzalez, 2020; Brom et al., 2020) have been identified as factors that
influence learning time. Generally speaking, there is a clear tendency for
children in secondary school to spent more hours on school-related ac-
tivities than children in primary schools. Table 1 provides a summary of
the learning time identified in several studies from different countries.
A cross-country comparison may, however, not be fair as the education
systems, the methodologies and the children’s ages differ. It is therefore
more interesting to examine the differences of learning time between
children within each country.

There is some evidence that distance education has impacted
children’s learning progress and achievements. In Germany, Switzer-
land and Austria, 76 % of the surveyed students reported that they

learned less during the pandemic than during their normal school time
(Huber et al., 2020). Children in the World Vision study similarly agreed
that distance learning had a negative impact on their learning (Cuevas-
Parra & Stephano, 2020). Several studies in the UK provide evidence of
learning loss. Andrew et al. (2020), Bayrakdar and Guveli (2020) and
Marchant et al. (2020) confirm that some children, particularly dis-
advantaged ones, have fallen behind. These more vulnerable children
tend to come from families with lower socio-economic status and eth-
nic minority background, or do not speak the national language(s).
Sharp et al. (2020) estimated that the learning gap between disadvan-
taged students and peers has increased by 46% owing to the pandemic.

This literature review has drawn attention to the many techno-
logical and educational challenges that teachers, parents and children
faced on account of school closures due to COVID-19. Most studies
were based on surveys with teachers and parents and only very few
asked children directly how they felt during the pandemic (Cuevas-Parra
& Stephano, 2020; Huber et al., 2020; UNICEF Australia, 2020). The
present study fills this gap by giving children a voice (Petretto et al.,
2020). It explores the home-schooling experiences of primary and sec-
ondary school children in three European high-income countries by ask-
ing children directly in a questionnaire. More specifically, the study ad-
dressed the following research questions:

o What practices of distant education have been put in place in primary
and secondary schools in Luxembourg, Germany and Switzerland?

e What are children’s experiences of distant learning?

e Did children’s school satisfaction change from before to during the
pandemic?

Although this paper uses quantitative and qualitative data, it aligns
with the qualitative research tradition and predominantly uses an in-
ductive approach. The aim is to seek patterns in a set of empirical ob-
servations that can help generate hypotheses which could be tested in
future studies.

3. Context of the study

Luxembourg, a very small country in Western Europe, borders Ger-
many in its East and Germany borders Switzerland in the South. Table 2
presents the sizes, populations as well as economic and social key indi-
cators of each country. The countries saw their first cases of COVID-19
in three different months but all went into lockdown in March 2020.
Fig. 1 draws on data from the European Centre for Disease and Preven-
tion and Control (2020) and illustrates the evolution of the COVID-19
cases in the three countries from 1/03/2020 to 14/07/2020. The latter
date corresponds to the end of the data collection where the curbs had
flattened in the three countries.

Schools in the three countries closed in mid-March and opened in
May 2020. In Luxembourg and Germany, schools reopened in phases,
depending on the types of schools and Year groups. Students in higher
classes who had to prepare for exams returned first, followed by
younger secondary school children and, later, children in primary school
(Brandon et al., 2020; Huber et al., 2020; Huiart et al., 2020). For exam-
ple, in Luxembourg, students taking exams returned on 4th May 2020,
other secondary school children on the 11th and primary school children
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Table 2
Key data on the countries.
Luxembourg Germany Switzerland
Population (2020)! 626,108 83,166,711 8,606,033
Area (km?) 2,586 357,376 41,285
States Unitary 16 federal states 26 cantons
GDP per capita (2019) (US$)? 114,705 46,445 81,994
Gini coefficient (2017)* 33 31.9 32.7
Inequality adj. HDI® 0.83 0.87 0.89
First COVID case in 2020 March, 5 January, 27 February, 25
School closure (wave 1) in 2020 Mid-March Mid-March Mid-March
School re-opening in 2020 (wave 1) May May May
1 https://eacea.ec.europa.eu.
2 https://data.worldbank.org.
3 http://hdr.undp.org/en/countries/profiles/.
200 glish and Portuguese (European and Brazilian). The unrestricted and
anonymous survey was online from the 6th May until the 14th July 2020
300 and used non-probability sampling. Dissemination efforts focused on
200 Luxembourg, Germany (federal states of Saarland, Baden-Wuerttemberg
100 and North Rhine-Westphalia), Switzerland (Canton Bern) and Brazil,
> ,_/ 0 and made use of traditional print, websites, social media, broadcast me-
0O 0O 0O 000000000000 OO0 O O O dia, and professional groups. Once children and parents had given in-
NN N AN AN AN AN N AN AN AN AN AN AN AN NN NN . .
A O R T RN TS Ah oo mesrTss formed consent, they were instructed that children should complete the
N A ANM S NN NSNS NN S . . . . . .
M s e T TP ™r questionnaire on their own in the language of their choice, but that they
could seek assistance from parents if needed.
e | UXeMbourg Germany Switzerland

Fig. 1. Total number of COVID-19 positive cases per 100,000 in Luxembourg,
Germany and Switzerland.
Source: European Centre for Disease and Control (2020).

on the 25th. Children attended school on alternating weeks to reduce
the number of students in classes. In Rhineland-Palatinate, Saarland
and Baden-Wuerttemberg, where the questionnaire had been mainly
disseminated, secondary schools reopened at the end of April 2020. In
Rhineland-Palatinate and Saarland, children in Year 4 returned on 4th
May followed later by children in Years 1-3. In Baden-Wuerttemberg,
the Year 4 children returned on 18th May, followed weeks later by
their older peers. In the German-speaking canton Bern in Switzerland,
where the questionnaire had been mainly disseminated, primary and
secondary schools closed on 16th March and reopened on 11th May.
Like the schools in Germany and Luxembourg, class sizes were reduced
to guarantee physical and social distancing. Physical distance measures
(e.g. desks apart), social distancing and strict health regulations (e.g.
sanitizing stations) were in place. While the school systems in these three
countries have many similarities and differences, one important differ-
ence needs to be mentioned. In Luxembourg and Switzerland, children
attend primary schools for six years starting at the age of six. By con-
trast, children in the German federal states Rhineland-Palatinate, Saar-
land and Baden-Wuerttemberg leave primary school at the end of Year
4 to attend secondary at the age of 10.

4. Methodology
4.1. Sample and procedure

The data presented in this paper are part of the larger mixed-method
research project COVID-Kids I which used interviews and an online ques-
tionnaire to investigate the well-being and stay-at-home experiences of
children aged 6 to 16 during the first wave of the COVID-19 pandemic.
The project received ethical approval by the University of Luxembourg
Ethics Review Panel (20-033A-C-COVID-KIDS) and complies with the
European Union’s General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR).

The data presented in this paper stem from the online questionnaire
Kirsch et al. (2020a) available in Luxembourgish, German, French, En-

The present paper focuses on the experiences of distant education
of the participants in Luxembourg, Germany and Switzerland. Inclusion
criteria for the present analysis were age (6-16 years) and country of res-
idence (Luxembourg, Germany, Switzerland). Of the 1773 participants
who fit these criteria, responses from 14 participants (0.01 %) were ex-
cluded because over 50% of values were missing on the entire ques-
tionnaire (excluding the final two open-ended questions). Two further
participants (0.001 %) were excluded because questionnaire completion
times were too fast (below 7 min). Finally, six children (0.003 %) were
excluded due to a mismatch of age and school level: four children aged
between 15 and 16 indicated attending primary school and two aged be-
tween 6 and 7 attending secondary school. The final sample consisted
of 1751 children from Luxembourg (n = 771), Germany (n = 781) and
Switzerland (n = 259). From the dataset used for the present analysis,
2.6 % of data were missing. Socioeconomic status (SES) was established
based on the occupational status of the caretakers. The latter was con-
verted into the International Socio-Economic Index of Occupational Sta-
tus (ISEI-08). The ISEI-08 was categorised into three groups, low, mid-
dle, high with low having HISEI' scores between 1-37, middle 38-63
and high 64-89. Table 3 provides an overview of the sample.

The mean chronological age for participants in Germany and Luxem-
bourg was similar (10 years and 6 months and 10 years and 8 months,
respectively). Children in Switzerland were slightly older, 12 years; 1
month. As expected, on average, the children in secondary school in
Germany were younger (13; 2) than those in Luxembourg (14; 2) and
Switzerland (14; 4). In all three countries, slightly more girls than boys
participated. A balanced number of primary and secondary students
participated in Germany and Switzerland but in Luxembourg, primary
school students were slightly overrepresented. Participants in all three
countries fell predominantly in the high SES category: 77% in Luxem-
bourg, 86% in Germany and 73% in Switzerland. The majority of the
students reported having internet and access to a computer or tablet
at home. Finally, the majority of participants indicated that they were
good or very good students and that doing well at school was important
or very important.

1 HISEI corresponds to the higher ISEI score of either caretaker or to the only
available caretaker’s ISEI score.
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Table 3
Participant characteristics according to Country.
Luxembourg Germany Switzerland
Participant characteristics (n=711) (n=781) (n=259)
Age (years; months) 10;6 10;8 12;1
Gender (girls) 401 (57%) 415 (54%) 131 (52%)
Primary school 477 (67%) 391 (50%) 126 (49%)

Secondary school

SES

- High (ISEI 11-37)

- Middle (ISEI 38-63)

- Low (ISEI 64-89)

Students

— having internet at home

— having access to a computer or tablet at home
— owning a computer or a tablet

— reporting being good or very good students

234 (33%) 390 (50%) 133 (51%)

458 (77%) 578 (86%) 165 (73%)
92 (16%) 63 (9%) 39 (17%)
44 (7%) 34 (5%) 22 (10%)
647 (91%) 680 (87%) 236 (91%)
670 (94%) 718 (92%) 243 (94%)

426 (60%) 318 (41%) 129 (50%)

Primary school children 286 (60%) 212 (55%) 71 (56%)
Secondary school children 106 (45%) 182 (47%) 53 (40%)
— reporting it was important or very important to do well in school
Primary school children 308 (65%) 197 (51%) 76 (60%)
Secondary school children 152 (65%) 237 (61%) 89 (67%)
5. Results

4.2. Instrument and analysis

For the purpose of this article, 22 of the 68 questions of the question-
naire were analysed. To investigate the primary and secondary school
children’s experiences of home-schooling, the following questions were
analyzed: the type of provision during distance education (e.g. emails,
online platform); the type of tasks (e.g. reading, writing); contact time
with teachers; the support received at home (e.g. from parents, sib-
lings); the need to use electronic devices, and the ability to use elec-
tronic devices. Children were also asked to rate on a 4-point Likert-
type scale ranging from “almost never” (1) to “very often” (4) whether
their work was understandable, useful, interesting, too much or too dif-
ficult, and to add the time spent on schoolwork in hours. Descriptive
statistics are used in the analysis. In order to analyze school satisfac-
tion, children were asked to rate school satisfaction before and during
the pandemic on a 4-point scale, ranging from “very dissatisfied” (1)
to “very satisfied” (4). The two final questions consisted of two open-
ended questions: “What is the worst thing for you during the time of
the corona virus? What is the nicest thing for you during the time
of the corona virus?” Approximately 90% of participants completed
these two questions. Of these, 12% of the respondents from Luxemburg,
15% from Germany and 16% from Switzerland explicitly mentioned
school in the first question and 9%, 13% and 16%, respectively, in the
second one.

The answers to the open-ended questions were analyzed with content
analysis (Weber, 1990). Two trained coders initially used the follow-
ing open codes to analyse the data related to school: “no school” (spe-
cific comments about the absence of school); “school” (unspecific com-
ments); “schoolwork” (e.g. type, amount, volume); “support“ (of various
persons); “achievement” (e.g. results, fears of falling behind); “learn-
ing & teaching“ (e.g. organisation, feedback); “technology“ (e.g. online
platforms); “trips & celebrations*; “school in the media”; “school differ-
ent” (e.g. restrictions), and “school future”. In a second step, codes were
regrouped thematically and refined. The categories “no school” and
“school (general)” were kept while “learning” came to include achieve-
ment, organisation, and schoolwork. “Teaching” comprised support of
teachers and parents, feedback and assessment. The remaining codes
(e.g. technology, trips, school) were more rarely assigned and were clas-
sified as “other”. The present paper only reports on the categories “no
school”, “school”, “learning” and “teaching”. To establish inter-rater
reliability 41% of the answers were recoded by a third trained coder.
Results indicate acceptable inter-rater reliability for the coding process
(Cohen’s k = .85; p < .001).

The following sections provide insights into, firstly, the education
provision and assistance of teachers and parents, secondly, children’s
schoolwork and learning time and, finally, their school satisfaction. Each
time, the descriptive data will be presented from the closed questions
followed by the findings from the two open-ended questions.

5.1. Distance education

Teachers in primary and secondary schools in Luxembourg, Germany
and Switzerland had put in place distance education comprising of work
sent home or over emails and platforms, and online lessons. Table 4
presents the raw frequencies and percentages of the provision, the type
of schoolwork, the support and the use of electronic devices.

In comparison to the children in secondary school, those in primary
in all three countries received their schoolwork frequently via email
and postal mail. Online platforms were the most used means to provide
children with schoolwork in all countries and for all school levels, except
for the primary school children in Germany where only 25% received
schoolwork in this manner.

In relation to schoolwork, tasks that involved writing were the most
frequent for each school level in all three countries with percentages
being over 90%. Reading was the second most frequent type in primary
schools with a percentage over 70%; watching online videos the third
most frequent (over 50%). Reading was also the second most frequent
activity followed by watching videos of the secondary children in Lux-
embourg and Germany. Activities where children needed to look up in-
formation or produce something were rarer in all countries, both for
children in primary school (34% in Luxembourg, 11% Germany, 44%
Switzerland) and secondary (45%, 36%, 69%, respectively).

Contact time per week with teachers appears to differ among coun-
tries and school level. The overall tendency suggests that secondary
school children had more frequent contact with their teachers than pri-
mary school children. In Luxembourg and Switzerland, 18% of primary
school children and in Germany even 55% had hardly ever contact with
their teacher. Forty-one percent of primary school students in Luxem-
bourg reported having at least three or four times contact with their
teacher per week, a number that decreased to 27% for Switzerland, and
to 8% for Germany. In secondary schools 77% of the participants in Lux-
embourg, 41% in Germany and 55% in Switzerland reported having had
contact with their teachers daily or three or four times a week. While
23% of the secondary students in Germany reported having hardly any
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Table 4
Raw frequencies and percentages (n, %) of different characteristics of schoolwork during the pandemic by country and school level.
Luxembourg Germany Switzerland
Primary Secondary Primary Secondary Primary Secondary
Variables (n=477) (n=234) (n=391) (n=390) (n=126) (n=133)
Provision of Schoolwork
Post 207 (43%) 13 (6%) 182 (47%) 16 (4%) 60 (48%) 12 (9%)
Email 213 (45%) 114 (49%) 211 (54%) 191 (49%) 45 (36%) 58 (44%)
Online Platform 313 (66%) 229 (98%) 99 (25%) 346 (89%) 71 (56%) 125 (94%)
Online learning and photocophies 119 (25%) 39 (17%) 62 (16%) 50 (13%) 30 (24%) 15 (11%)
Type of Schoolwork
Writing 428 (90%) 218 (93%) 372 (95%) 369 (95%) 118 (94%) 129 (97%)
Reading 366 (78%) 185 (79%) 277 (71%) 300 (77%) 100 (79%) 99 (74%)
Watching explanations 242 (51%) 173 (74%) 194 (50%) 302 (77%) 78 (62%) 105 (79%)
Looking for information 197 (41%) 171 (73%) 87 (22%) 226 (58%) 47 (37%) 84 (63%)
Making videos 164 (34%) 106 (45%) 44 (11%) 139 (36%) 55 (44%) 80 (60%)
Contact time with teacher
Hardly ever 86 (18%) 10 (4%) 213 (55%) 89 (23%) 22 (18%) 10 (8%)
1-2 times per week 189 (40%) 44 (19%) 138 (36%) 135 (35%) 67 (54%) 50 (38%)
3-4 times per week 85 (18%) 86 (37%) 9 (2%) 100 (26%) 17 (14%) 31 (24%)
Daily 109 (23%) 92 (40%) 25 (6%) 57 (15%) 19 (15%) 41 (31%)
People who provided help with schoolwork
before the pandemic
Parent (yes) 414 (87%) 119 (51%) 283 (72%) 217 (56%) 84 (67%) 65 (49%)
Sibbling (yes) 45 (9%) 34 (15%) 34 (9%) 50 (13%) 20 (16%) 24 (18%)
Other 80 (17%) 14 (6%) 97 (25%) 38 (10%) 7 (6%) 12 (9%)
No need help 83 (17%) 121 (52%) 96 (25%) 194 (50%) 55 (44%) 77 (58%)
No one can help 2 (0%) 24 (10%) 2(1%) 19 (5%) 3 (2%) 11 (8%)
People who provided help with schoolwork
during the pandemic
Parent (yes) 452 (95%) 129 (55%) 369 (94%) 255 (65%) 102 (81%) 69 (52%)
Sibbling (yes) 57 (12%) 34 (15%) 55 (14%) 59 (15%) 21 (17%) 24 (18%)
Other 21 (4%) 22 (9%) 34 (9%) 50 (15%) 20 (16%) 21 (16%)
Help nobody 30 (6%) 108 (46%) 29 (7%) 146 (37%) 20 (16%) 55 (41%)
Other 6 (1%) 9 (4%) 14 (4%) 18 (5%) 9 (7%) 5 (4%)
Extent to which school is being missed
Not at all 39 (8%) 41 (18%) 38 (10%) 60 (16%) 14 (11%) 33 (25%)
A bit 114 (24%) 95 (41%) 96 (25%) 136 (35%) 46 (37%) 50 (38%)
A lot 167 (36%) 63 (27%) 115 (30%) 109 (28%) 31 (25%) 35 (27%)
Very much 151 (32%) 32 (14%) 139 (36%) 79 (21%) 32 (26%) 14 (11%)
Use of a tablet or computer for school
Always 172 (36%) 206 (89%) 27 (7%) 268 (69%) 41 (33%) 108 (82%)
Sometimes 204 (43%) 22 (9%) 162 (42%) 109 (28%) 61 (49% 23 (17%)
Never 100 (21%) 4(2%) 197 (51%) 11 (3%) 23 (18%) 1(1%)

contact with their teachers, this percentage was lower in Luxembourg
(4%) and Switzerland (8%). At the level of parental support with school-
work, the frequencies before and during the pandemic reveal that chil-
dren in all three countries and at all school levels received more frequent
support from parents and siblings during the pandemic than before. This
seemed to be particularly the case for primary school children.

The majority of primary school children missed school “a lot” or
“very much”. This was the case for 68% of children in Luxembourg, 66%
in Germany and 51% in Switzerland. The percentage of secondary school
children missing school was lower (41%, 49%, 38%, respectively).

With regards to the frequency of use of a tablet or a computer for
schoolwork during the pandemic, the most frequent answer for primary
children was “sometimes” (43% in Luxembourg, 42% in Germany, 49%
in Switzerland) but the large majority of the secondary school students
reported to “always” use these electronic devices for schoolwork (89%;
69%, 82%, respectively). The ways in which they were used (by the
children who reported using them), and the children’s perceived ability
to use technology for schoolwork during the pandemic, are reported in
Table 5. Results show that electronic devices were most often used to up-
load materials and that the participating children were digitally literate.
More than 80% of the primary school and 94% of the secondary school
children indicated coping “well” or “very well” with the technology.

The qualitative data from the two open-ended questions categorized
under “teaching” provide further insights into children’s experiences.
Altogether, 46 children identified the support from teachers or parents
during the pandemic as “the worst” or “the nicest thing”. Four children

in Luxembourg and 11 in Germany (none in Switzerland) mentioned
teachers in relation to the worst thing. Except a few, they bemoaned that
teachers did not give them any feedback which they found demotivating.
Here is one example of an answer:

“My teachers don’t even give me feedback when I completed their
tasks, which demotivates me a lot. Sometimes they don’t even tell
me what grade I got, I often have to ask them to tell me that. I know,
that they have a lot to do as well, but it still makes me feel ignored
and not listened to.” (Germany, girl, 15)

Other children reported that teachers did not communicate well or
were not present enough. The latter thought is expressed in the follow-
ing quote. “The teacher does not mark my work or answer my ques-
tions.” (Luxembourg, boy, 9). As for the level of support of the parents,
about the same small number of children (four) spoke negatively (“the
worst thing”) or positively (“the nicest thing”) of their parents’ assis-
tance. Some found parents to explain well, others expressed the oppo-
site view. When children commented positively on teaching, they almost
always referred to the absence of tests which reduced pressure.

“My mother is always with me and explains school well.” (Luxem-
bourg, girl, 6)

“It is nice to get up and know we do not have any stress because of
tests.” (Switzerland, girl, 13)
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Table 5
Raw frequencies and percentages (1, %) of use of electronic devices for distant education during the pandemic by country and school level.
Luxembourg Germany Switzerland
Variables Primary Secondary Primary Secondary Primary Secondary
(n = 376) (n=228) (n=189) (n=377) (n=102) (n=131)
Type of tasks with tablet or computer
Writing 205 (55%) 195 (86%) 67 (35%) 231 (61%) 58 (57%) 113 (86%)
Reading 236 (63%) 172 (75%) 101 (53%) 247 (66%) 57 (56%) 103 (79%)
Record 137 (36%) 98 (43%) 18 (10%) 81 (22%) 34 (33%) 62 (47%)
Upload 260 (69%) 206 (90%) 104 (55%) 361 (96%) 66 (65%) 120 (92%)
Extent to which children indicate to cope with technology
Badly 11 (3%) 2 (1%) 5 (3%) 0 (0%) 4 (4%) 0 (0%)
Not well 55 (15%) 10 (4%) 31 (17%) 24 (6%) 13 (13%) 3 (2%)
Well 203 (54%) 74 (33%) 98 (52%) 165 (44%) 51 (51%) 51 (39%)
Very well 106 (28%) 142 (62%) 54 (29%) 187 (50%) 32 (32%) 77 (59%)
Table 6
Raw frequencies and percentages (n, %) of perceived characteristics of schoolwork by country and school level.
Luxembourg Germany Switzerland
Variables Primary Secondary Primary Secondary Primary Secondary
(n=477) (n=234) (n=378) (n=382) (n=125) (n=133)
Useful
Almost never 37 (8%) 38 (16%) 71 (19%) 73 (19%) 13 (10%) 24 (18%)
Sometimes 147 (31%) 108 (47%) 143 (38%) 161 (42%) 50 (40%) 62 (47%)
Often 192 (41%) 69 (30%) 109 (29%) 116 (30%) 53 (42%) 36 (28%)
Very often 92 (20%) 17 (7%) 53 (14%) 31 (8%) 9 (7%) 9 (7%)
Interesting
Almost never 64 (14%) 56 (24%) 85 (23%) 90 (24%) 13 (11%) 27 (21%)
Sometimes 188 (40%) 118 (51%) 168 (44%) 181 (47%) 53 (43%) 64 (49%)
Often 147 (31%) 52 (22%) 85 (23%) 91 (24%) 45 (36%) 35 (27%)
Very often 70 (15%) 6 (3%) 40 (11%) 20 (5%) 13 (11%) 6 (5%)
Understandable
Almost never 15 (3%) 15 (7%) 9 (2%) 17 (5%) 5 (4%) 4 (3%)
Sometimes 71 (15%) 45 (19%) 64 (17%) 70 (18%) 23 (18%) 28 (21%)
Often 191 (41%) 130 (56%) 165 (44%) 184 (48%) 45 (36%) 66 (50%)
Very often 192 (41%) 42 (18%) 140 (37%) 111 (29%) 52 (42%) 34 (26%)
Too much
Almost never 131 (28%) 38 (16%) 141 (37%) 88 (23%) 53 (42%) 48 (36%)
Sometimes 203 (43%) 90 (39%) 133 (35%) 139 (36%) 43 (34%) 40 (30%)
Often 78 (17%) 45 (19%) 73 (19%) 87 (23%) 15 (12%) 25 (19%)
Very often 56 (12%) 59 (25%) 32 (8%) 68 (18%) 14 (11%) 19 (14%)
Too difficult
Almost never 235 (50%) 86 (37%) 215 (57%) 148 (39%) 66 (53%) 57 (43%)
Sometimes 197 (42%) 108 (47%) 140 (37%) 187 (49%) 49 (39%) 63 (48%)
Often 23 (5%) 29 (13%) 18 (5%) 30 (8%) 7 (6%) 9 (7%)
Very often 12 (3%) 9 (4%) 6 (2%) 17 (5%) 3 (2%) 3 (2%)

Note. Children answered the question how frequently they felt their schoolwork was understandable, useful, interesting, too much and too difficult on
4-point scale (1 = “almost never” to 4 = “very often”).

5.2. Engaging with schoolwork at home

Children were asked to rate the level of interest and usefulness, as
well as the quantity, difficulty and comprehensibility of their school-
work during the lockdown. Table 6 presents the descriptive statistics on
those variables.

Asked how often students felt their schoolwork to be useful, the ma-
jority of the students in each country answered that they found their
schoolwork “sometimes” or “often” useful. This was the case for chil-
dren in primary schools (72% in Luxembourg, 67% in Germany, 82%
in Switzerland) as well as in secondary schools (77%, 72% and 75%,
respectively). The question whether the schoolwork was perceived as
interesting was most frequently answered with “sometimes”. This an-
swer was chosen by more than 40% of primary school children and
more than 47% of those in secondary schools. A high percentage of
secondary school children in Luxembourg (74%), Germany (70%) and
Switzerland (71%) agreed that their work was “almost never” or “only
sometimes” interesting. With regards to how frequently children per-
ceived their schoolwork as understandable, the two most frequent an-
swers were “often” and “very often” for all countries and school levels.

This also means, however, that almost a fourth of all primary school
children rated their work as “almost never “or “only sometimes” under-
standable (26% in Luxembourg, 23% in Germany, 24% in Switzerland).
The percentages of secondary students amounted to 26%, 23% and 24%,
respectively.

Asked how frequently their schoolwork was too abundant, the most
frequent answer for primary school children in Luxembourg was “some-
times”, whereas “almost never” was the most frequent answer for pri-
mary school children in Germany and Switzerland. Similarly, “some-
times” was the most frequent answer for secondary children in Luxem-
bourg and Germany while children in Switzerland chose most often “al-
most never”. However, a substantial number of children in both primary
and secondary schools assessed their work as “often” or “very often”
too much. The percentages for primary schools amounted to 29% (Lux-
embourg), 27% (Germany) and 23% (Switzerland), and to 44%, 41%
and 33%, respectively, for secondary schools. A clearer picture emerged
from the question of how frequently children found their work too diffi-
cult. For each country and each school level more than 90% of children
in primary school and 84% in secondary assessed their work as “almost
never” or “sometimes” as too difficult.
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Table 7
Time spent on schoolwork during the pandemic (raw frequencies and percentages, n, %) by country and school level.
Hours spent on Luxembourg Germany Switzerland
schoolwork
Primary Secondary Primary Secondary Primary Secondary
(n = 469) (n=232) (n = 385) (n = 381) (n=125) (n=132)
<1h 38 (8%) 11 (5%) 60 (16%) 30 (8%) 23 (19%) 7 (13%)
1h-<2h 58 (12%) 18 (8%) 78 (20%) 32 (9%) 24 (19%) 12 (8%)
2h-<3h 112 (24%) 23 (10%) 138 (36%) 9 (18%) 35 (28%) 10 (8%)
3h-<4h 103 (22%) 49 (22%) 91 (24%) 0 (24%) 26 (21%) 22 (17%)
4h-<5h 107 (23%) 52 (23%) 47 (12%) 6 (23%) 21 (17%) 19 (14%)
5h-<6h 45 (10%) 31 (14%) 10 (3%) 1(13%) 11 (9%) 23 (18%)
>6h 33 (7%) 49 (22%) 6 (2%) 5 (12%) 3 (2%) 31 (24%)
Mean (SD) 3.3 (1.53) 42 (1.96) 2.5 (1.18) 37 (1.93) 2.8 (1.38) 42 (2.59)

Children were also asked how many hours per day they spent on
schoolwork. Children in Luxembourg indicated spending on average
3.6 h, those in Germany 3.1 h and in Switzerland 3.5 h. Split into school
levels, values are higher for secondary school children and amount to
4.2 h in Luxembourg and Switzerland, and 3.7 h in Germany. As can
be seen in Table 7, there were notable differences between the children
between and within each country. For example, in Luxembourg, 8% of
the primary school children indicated spending less than an hour on
schoolwork per day; this percentage was 16% in Germany and 19% in
Switzerland. At the same time, in Luxembourg, 7% of primary school
children reported working more than 6 h.

The analysis of the answers in the two open-ended questionnaires
indicated similar topics categorized under “learning”. Volume and dif-
ficulty were frequently mentioned as negative aspects (“worst thing”).
Almost all children who commented (23 in Luxembourg, 11 in Germany,
10 in Switzerland) mentioned the quantity of homework which left them
little time to do other things. Some children mentioned that they did not
understand the work given.

“The stress combined with the amount of homework.” (Luxembourg,
boy, 16)

“It’s bad when you don’t understand an assignment and when the
teacher puts you under stress by telling you that you are late with
everything.” (Switzerland, boy, 13)

“I have the feeling that our teachers don’t communicate at all (be-
tween each other) and have completely different expectations...
some communicate via Zoom others via email... and because there
are no real lessons, we get much more work than usual in every sub-
ject.” (Germany, girl, 14)

Seven children expressed fears that they had learned less, were wor-
ried of falling behind or failing the class. They indicated that they had
forgotten a language, were unable to concentrate, lacked motivation,
could not learn at home and did not do their schoolwork. Volume and
working time had also been identified as “the nicest thing” by eight
children in Luxembourg and Germany. They wrote that they did less
work and worked fewer hours. Almost all children (57) who mentioned
learning during the pandemic as the “nicest thing”, referred to flexi-
bility. Many enjoyed the fact that they could organize their work au-
tonomously and work independently. Two children concluded that they
“did more thinking” (Germany, boy, 14) and “progressed a lot” (Luxem-
bourg, boy, 7).

5.3. School satisfaction

Table 8 reports raw frequencies and percentages alongside means
and standard deviation (SD) for each school level per country before
and after the pandemic.

A clear pattern of a decrease in school satisfaction from before to
during the pandemic emerged for each country and each school level.

The frequency of children of the entire sample who reported to be satis-
fied or very satisfied with school before the pandemic was 90% (Luxem-
bourg: 88%; Germany: 91%; Switzerland: 93%). During the pandemic
the overall frequency decreased to 64% (Luxembourg: 72%; Germany:
56%; Switzerland: 73%). A similar pattern of decrease of school satis-
faction is observed within each school level for each country. The total
number of children who are dissatisfied or very dissatisfied with school
increased from 10% (Luxembourg: 9%; Germany: 12%; Switzerland:
7%) before the pandemic to 35% during the pandemic (Luxembourg:
28%; Germany: 44%; Switzerland: 27%).

This section on school satisfaction concludes with some qualitative
data from the open-ended questionnaires. Not going to school or having
less school were the most frequent types of comments expressed in words
such as “home schooling”, “no school”, “no real school” or “less school”.
If children made additional comments, they always related to peers they
missed or, in some cases, were glad not to see. Here are two examples,
one being “the worst thing”, one “the nicest thing”:

“Not being allowed to go to school and therefore not seeing friends.”
(Luxembourg, girl, 12).

“Not having to see the idiots in my class.” (Germany, boy, 13)

Other frequent comments relating to school across the three coun-
tries were the opportunity to sleep in (152 participants) and the absence
of stress (36 children).

6. Discussion

The aim of this paper was to explore children’s perspectives of dis-
tance education, their learning experiences and school satisfaction dur-
ing the first wave of the COVID-19 pandemic. This section discusses the
results by relating the findings to previous studies carried out with chil-
dren and/ or adults, and combining the children’s perceptions of distant
education and engagement in their schoolwork.

6.1. Types and perceptions of schoolwork during distant education

According to the participating children, the teachers sent work by
postal mail, mainly to younger children, and made use of emails and
online platforms. The reported practices of distant education in Luxem-
bourg, Germany and Switzerland were in line with those reported by
the Ministry of Education in Luxembourg (MENJE, 2020) and similar to
those reported by children in Germany and Switzerland (Huber et al.,
2020; Konig et al., 2020), and elsewhere (Bergdahl & Nouri, 2020;
Green, 2020; Mangiavacchi et al., 2020; PAQ, 2020). While the COVID-
Kids questionnaire did not ask about online lessons, the interviews re-
ported in Kirsch et al. (2020b) indicate that live-lessons were rare, which
has also been found in other studies (Huber et al., 2020; Konig et al.,
2020).

Distance education during the pandemic requires the frequent use of
mobile technology. Like in a study in the UK (Penington, 2020), the pri-
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Table 8
Descriptive statistics of satisfaction with school before and during the pandemic by country and school level.
Luxembourg Germany Switzerland
Primary Secondary Primary Secondary Primary Secondary
(n=477) (n=234) (n=378) (n=382) (n=125) (n=133)
School satisfaction before the pandemic
very dissatisfied 16 (3%) 8 (3%) 11 (3%) 8 (2%) 2 (2%) 4 (3%)
dissatisfied 32 (7%) 29 (12%) 20 (5%) 29 (7%) 4 (3%) 9 (7%)
satisfied 208 (44%) 132 (56%) 183 (47%) 253 (65%) 60 (48%) 90 (70%)
very satisfied 221 (46%) 65 (28%) 177 (45%) 100 (26%) 60 (48%) 30 (23%)
Mean (SD) 2.34 (.74) 2.08 (.73) 2.35 (.70) 2.14 (.64) 2.41 (.64) 2.10 (.64)
School satisfaction during the pandemic
very dissatisfied 30 (6%) 30 (13%) 46 (12%) 46 (12%) 8 (7%) 7 (5%)
dissatisfied 82 (17%) 58 (25%) 129 (33%) 122 (31%) 28 (23%) 26 (20%)
satisfied 252 (53%) 115 (49%) 173 (45%) 175 (45%) 60 (48%) 63 (47%)
very satisfied 110 (23%) 30 (13%) 41 (11%) 46 (12%) 28 (23%) 37 (28%)
Mean (SD) 1.93 (.81) 1.62 (.87) 1.54 (.84) 1.57 (.85) 1.87 (.84) 1.98 (.83)

Note. Children answered the question how satisfied they felt with school before and during the pandemic on 4-point scale

(1 ="“very dissatisfied” to 4 = “very satisfied”).

mary school children in the present study indicated that they sometimes
used their electronic devices for schoolwork whereas the majority of the
secondary students reported always using them. This was possible be-
cause the participants, who mainly came from families of high socioeco-
nomic status, had access to technology. This finding is in line with a sur-
vey completed by teachers and parents in Luxembourg (MENJE, 2020)
and the study by Huber et al. (2020). Furthermore, the results of the
present study show that these tools were most frequently used for up-
loading material. Few children were asked to engage in more active
and creative tasks such as looking up information or producing a short
video. The reported tasks, mainly reading, writing and watching videos,
are similar to those reported by studies in the UK (Bayrakdar & Gu-
veli, 2020; Green, 2020). Overall, this finding could suggest a teacher-
led approach where children are asked to carry out traditional tasks
using new technologies or take on the role of listener or spectator while
learning at home (Biesta, 2019; Zimmer et al., 2021). While mobile tech-
nologies can increase the learners’ interest and motivation (Karsenti &
Fievez, 2013; Kukulska-Hulme, 2013), the participants in the present
study, particularly those in secondary schools, rated their schoolwork
as almost never or only sometimes interesting and useful.

The majority of the students had indicated that school was impor-
tant or very important to them and one could assume that they were
motivated learners. At the same time, more than a third rated the quan-
tity of the schoolwork as often or very often too abundant. If children
commented negatively on their work in the open-ended questions, it
tended to be related to the quantity. Furthermore, the majority of chil-
dren in primary school and more than 40% of those in secondary school
perceived themselves as good or very good students. Nevertheless, ap-
proximately 20% of primary school and a quarter of secondary school
children rated their schoolwork as not always understandable. This per-
centage is comparable to a study in Wales where 27% of children indi-
cated not always understanding their schoolwork (Children’s Commis-
sioner for Wales, 2020).

6.2. Opportunities for learning

For learning to take place, children need to be actively engaged, in-
terested and motivated, factors that are interdependent (Jarveld & Ren-
ninger, 2014; Nayir, 2017). However, as seen in the previous section,
not all children found the school tasks interesting and not all could
understand them all the time. Making curricular content accessible is
the teachers’ responsibility. Teachers help children develop knowledge
and skills by explaining, checking comprehension, setting differentiated
tasks and assessing their progress (Bonal & Gonzalez, 2020). There are
some indications in the data that not all children had optimal conditions

for learning during the pandemic. Some of the answers in the open-
ended questions suggest that teachers did not provide feedback or were
not present enough, others that children wished more interactions.

Scholars agree that meaningful interactions and high-quality di-
alogue are necessary for learning (Martin-Beltran et al., 2017;
Mercer et al., 2019). The data indicates that the majority of participants
did not have daily contact with teachers. While there was variation be-
tween the three countries, the data seems to suggest a general tendency
for the primary school children to see their teacher only once or twice
a week or even less as in Germany. Secondary school students seemed
to have had more frequent contact with their teachers. According to
Cuevas-Parra and Stephani (2020) and Mok et al. (2021), reduced con-
tact time with teachers during the pandemic and the lower quality of in-
teractions can impact children’s learning. As for parental assistance, the
present study shows that parents tended to support their children, par-
ticularly those in primary school. This finding confirms results related to
parent assistance from previous studies (MENJE, 2020; Penington, 2020;
Petretto, et al., 2020).

The time spent on learning activities is related to academic achieve-
ment (Andrew et al., 2020). Findings indicate that the reported average
time spent on schoolwork by children in Luxembourg and Switzerland is
highly similar whereas the time reported in Germany appears lower. The
comparison of times spent on learning of the current study, aligns with
reported learning times from studies in Luxembourg (MENJE, 2020)
and Germany and Switzerland (Huber et al., 2020). Furthermore, the
children in primary schools spent less time on schoolwork than those
in secondary, which corroborates findings from Bayrakdar and Gu-
veli (2020), Bonal and Gonzalez (2020) and Brom et al. (2020). Ad-
ditionally, as reported in other studies, there was considerable varia-
tion in study time between children within in each country (Bonal &
Gonzalez, 2020; Huber et al., 2020; Penington, 2020). It has been ar-
gued that these differences might contribute towards raising achieve-
ment gaps (Andrew et al., 2020).

The open-ended questions of the present study provide a multi-
faceted picture of children’s experiences, similarly to findings from
Huber et al. (2020), Children’s Commissioner for Wales (2020) and
UNICEF Australia (2020). While some of the participants expressed con-
cerns about their lack of motivation and inability to structure their work,
others enjoyed their flexibility and independent learning. While some
indicated learning less and were worried about their progression, oth-
ers felt they had progressed well. It was however notable that overall,
children’s satisfaction with school dropped from before to during the
pandemic in the three countries, similarly to findings by (Andresen et
al., 2020) in Germany. The majority of children in primary schools and
almost as many secondary school children indicated to miss school a lot
or very much.
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7. Conclusion

The findings of this study show that teachers in all three high-income
countries offered varied types of distance education and that parents as-
sisted their children. Contact time with teachers and the children’s time
spent on schoolwork varied within and between countries. A number of
children often found their schoolwork not understandable and school
satisfaction dropped across the three countries.

Further research studies could investigate some of the hypotheses
generated from this exploratory, inductive study. Given that one find-
ing indicates the possibility of a teacher-led approach where children
took on passive roles, future studies could focus on the pedagogy of
distant education. Furthermore, the present study reveals that teach-
ers had little contact time with children. One could hypothesize that
this did not only result in children having fewer opportunities to check
comprehension and develop knowledge compared to school in normal
times, but also impact learning time at home. Future studies could ex-
plore the relationship between contact time, learning time at home, and
achievements. Furthermore, the findings reveal a complex picture of
similarities and differences within and across countries. Future stud-
ies could examine cross-country similarities and differences more sys-
tematically and compare findings between children of different socioe-
conomic backgrounds. One clear limitation of this study is its bias to-
wards families with high socioeconomic status, another one that it was
conducted in high-income countries. A bias towards more affluent and
well-educated families is frequently observed in self-selecting online sur-
veys (Andrew et al., 2020). Future studies with children from lower SES
households and developing countries are needed because findings may
differ substantially from those presented here.

There are some implications for teachers, teacher educators and
policy-makers. Teachers may not have had the time nor the expertise to
transform teaching approaches and learn to provide efficient distance
education (Ahmady et al., 2020; Bergdahl & Nouri, 2020; Hyseni et al.,
2020; Naji, 2020; Shin Wan, 2020). The experiences reported by the
children in this study suggest that teachers mainly tried to transform
regular school lessons into online formats. However, especially dur-
ing longer periods of school closures, teachers need to use online tools
more creatively and efficiently. Teacher educators should provide tar-
geted courses in both initial teacher education and professional devel-
opment which help teachers design interactive and student-centered on-
line courses with varied communication channels. Schools and policy-
makers should ensure that children have access to teaching materials
(including electronic devices to enable online learning), understand the
tasks, get regular feedback and have opportunities for meaningful ex-
changes with teachers and peers.

Despite these limitations, the present study makes an important con-
tribution to the field because it used a mixed-method approach, pro-
vided a deeper understanding of children’s learning experiences in sev-
eral countries, and asked children directly. We hope that their voices
are being heard and acted upon.
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